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Prepared by Democratic Services 

CORPORATE SERVICES OVERVIEW AND 

SCRUTINY COMMITTEE 

Minutes of a meeting of the Corporate Services Overview and Scrutiny Committee hosted by 

Stoke-on-Trent City Council via Microsoft Teams on Thursday, 3 December 2020 

Present 

Councillor Rachel Kelsall (Chair), Councillor Jane Ashworth OBE (Vice-Chair), Councillor Asman 

Ali, Councillor Craig Beardmore, Councillor Randolph Conteh, Councillor Lilian Dodd, Councillor 

Ross Irving, Councillor Paul Shotton and Councillor David Williams 

Other Attendees 

Councillor Lorraine Beardmore (Cabinet Member for Culture, Leisure and Public Health), 

Councillor Abi Brown (Cabinet Member for Corporate Resources, Strategy and Partnerships), 

Jon Rouse (City Director), Nick Edmonds (Assistant Director of Finance (Section 151)), James 

Doble (Assistant Director of Governance), Adrian Scarrott (Assistant Director Housing 

Management and Communities), Naomi Roberts (Strategic Manager of Human Resources), 

Kerry Cartlidge (Strategic Manager of Financial Strategy and Business Partnering), Steve 

Wiseman (Team Manager of Policy and Performance), Julie Colclough (Scrutiny Support Officer) 

and Angela Gardner (Governance Officer) 

 

Note: At a future meeting, the committee will consider the accuracy of these draft minutes, so 

they may be subject to change.  Please check the minutes of that meeting to confirm whether 

these minutes have been amended. 

13 APOLOGIES  

There were no apologies for absence. 

14 MINUTES OF LAST MEETING (04/11/2020)  

Councillor Shotton referred to item 11 (Financial Resilience) of the minutes of the meeting 

of the Corporate Services Overview and Scrutiny Committee held on 4 November 2020 and 

advised that the motion “that given the Financial Resilience of the Council, that this 

Committee recommends that the capital programme be reviewed urgently” should read “that 

given the Financial Resilience of the Council, that this Committee recommends that the 

capital programme be reviewed urgently by Council”.  It was agreed that the resolution would 

be reviewed. 
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Agreed – That, following a review of the proposed amendment above, the minutes of 

the last meeting of the Corporate Services Overview and Scrutiny Committee, held on 

4 November 2020, be agreed as a true and correct of the proceedings.  

15 DISCLOSURE OF INTERESTS  

Councillor Minute 

No. 

Interest Nature 

Dodd 
Agenda 
item 16 

Personal Councillor has a family member who is 

employed by Stoke-on-Trent City Council 

 

16 STAFFING UPDATE  

The Cabinet Member for Corporate Resource, Strategy and Partnerships introduced the 

report and referred to the new approach agreed at Council on 22 October 2020, namely, the 

requirements for consultation with Elected Members when restructuring proposals were 

likely to impact on policy, budget or service delivery and included within this requirement to 

consult the Chair of the Corporate Services Overview and Scrutiny Committee.  She 

commented that she believed that the restructure proposals would ensure that the right 

officers were in place to deliver the priorities of the Council.  

The City Director explained that the report had been provided to consult the Committee on a 

proposed restructure across tiers 1-3.  The Leader of the Council had agreed with the Chair 

of the Committee that, on this occasion, the consultation would not be limited to the Chair 

but be extended out to enable the full Committee to comment on the proposals. The 

proposed restructure was required to ensure efficient and effective management across the 

City Council whilst also contributing to alleviating budget pressures.  The proposals 

potentially involved redundancies that would deliver ongoing savings of circa £320,000 for 

the general fund and an on-going saving of circa £40,000 to the Housing Revenue Account.  

Comments and Questions from Committee Members 

Councillor Irving commented that this was the first time that the Committee had been 

consulted but not the first time that there had been a restructure of senior staff.  He asked 

how much had been saved in previous restructures.  The Cabinet Member for Corporate 

Resource, Strategy and Partnerships confirmed that approximately £2million had been 

saved every year.  

Councillor Dodd asked if the Council would be putting too much pressure onto senior 

officers by having such large directorates.  The Cabinet Member for Corporate Resource, 

Strategy and Partnerships explained that directorates had flexed throughout the years and 

focus was always made on priority areas, currently Children and Family Services, when 
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required.  Senior officers were supported by the lower levels of staffing and she reiterated 

that she was very supportive of the proposals.  The City Director agreed and added that the 

proposals had been designed to help, not hinder, by ensuring the right levels of support 

would be in place. 

Councillor Williams asked if the Council expected to see an impact on customer service for 

residents following these proposals. The Cabinet Member for Corporate Resource, 

Strategy and Partnerships commented that Stoke-on-Trent City Council was a member led 

authority where elected members made the decisions.  She did not believe that the general 

public were aware of the internal staffing structures and was confident that the proposals 

would continue to deliver all services effectively. 

Councillor Williams also asked if he could be provided with a comparison of the cost of the 

use of agency staff compared with staff employed directly on the Council’s payroll. The 

Assistant Director of Governance agreed to provide this information following the meeting.      

Agreed (i) – That the Committee notes that a formal consultation period of thirty days 

commenced on 23 November 2020 as detailed in section 4.1 of the report. 

Agreed (ii) – That the City Director be advised that following discussion at this 

meeting, the Committee is supportive of the proposals as outlined within the report. 

Agreed (iii) – That the Committee notes that following the consultation period the City 

Director will consider representations, implement the final structure and carry out the 

recruitment process. 

17 STRATEGIC MEASURES PERFORMANCE 2020/21 - QUARTER 2  

The Cabinet Member for Corporate Resource, Strategy and Partnerships presented the 

Quarter 2 updates against the Council’s Strategic Measures which summarised the most up-

to-date performance information available for each measure and referenced any targets and 

benchmarks that were available.  These were displayed as a scorecard which gave the 

measures particularly relevant to the Corporate Services Overview and Scrutiny Committee.       

Comments and Questions from Committee Members 

Councillor Irving referred to the Business and Council Tax collection rates.  He asked if the 

pandemic had limited the impact on people to pay.  The Cabinet Member for Corporate 

Resource, Strategy and Partnerships felt that at the moment it was too early to say.  The 

Assistant Director of Finance and Section 151 Officer advised that despite forecast rates 

currently holding up relatively well at present, close monitoring of this would be required.  

Councillor Ashworth asked why the generic pictographs had not been provided with this 

report, as received at the last meeting of the Committee held on 4 November 2020.  She 

also asked why the scorecard had been limited to just the remit of this Committee as she 
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believed it important that the Committee scrutinise and challenge the position of the Council 

as a whole.  The Cabinet Member for Corporate Resource, Strategy and Partnerships 

advised that the full scorecard was submitted to Cabinet which all elected members could 

view and ask questions of.  She referred to the four overview and scrutiny committees who 

all considered their own elements and commented that it would be too onerous for one 

committee to cover all areas.  The Assistant Director of Governance advised that this had 

been the process at the City Council for many years and, following a further question from 

Councillor Ashworth, advised that the Constitution was a living document that could be 

reviewed and amended at any time. 

With reference to the scorecard, the Assistant Director of Finance and Section 151 

Officer confirmed that this had not been included on this occasion as at the last meeting it 

had caused confusion and encouraged questions on areas that were not within this 

Committee’s remit. He advised that the website link had been included in the report to 

enable direct access to the report submitted to Cabinet with the full information included. 

Councillor Williams noted that at the end of Quarter 2, 37.4% of savings were forecast to 

be achieved as planned, a reduction from the Quarter 1 forecast figure of 39.9%.  He asked 

how much this amounted to and if this information could be provided in a simpler format in 

future.  The Assistant Director of Finance and Section 151 Officer confirmed it would be 

2% of £8million and welcomed any comments to improve the format of reporting. 

Councillor Shotton commented that in his view the committees were being provided with 

less and less information and felt that this was a ‘dumbing down’ of the scrutiny function.  He 

referred to the website link to the Cabinet agenda and advised that, although elected 

members could see this information, this was behind the firewall of the City Council and 

therefore inaccessible to members of the general public.  The Assistant Director of 

Governance advised that this was an inadvertent error and this information should be in the 

public domain due to access to information rules.  He confirmed that this would be 

addressed.  The Assistant Director of Finance and Section 151 Officer confirmed that it 

was the website link to the Cabinet report which was available to the public on the Council’s 

website.   

Agreed – That the performance information for the Council’s Strategic Measures at 

the end of Quarter 2 2020/2021 (September 2020) be noted. 

18 FINANCIAL PERFORMANCE 2020/21 - QUARTER 2  

The Cabinet Member for Corporate Resource, Strategy and Partnerships introduced the 

financial performance 2020/2021 – Quarter 2 report which summarised the financial position 

of the services under the remit of the Corporate Services Overview and Scrutiny Committee 

relating to the City Director and the relevant elements of the Housing and Customer Services 

Directorate as at the end of September 2020. The report highlighted where there had been 

variances to budget and mitigating actions, summarised the position of the 2020/2021 saving 
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proposals under the remit of this Committee and gave an overview of the overall financial 

position of the City Council.  She commented that all services had been impacted by the 

pandemic and therefore not all saving proposals may be achieved. She assured the 

Committee that the senior management team were working hard to address this.  The 

Assistant Director of Finance and Section 151 Officer outlined details of the CSR. 

Comments and Questions from Committee Members 

Councillor Williams referred to the Children’s Improvement Plan and the expectation to 

deliver sustainable savings over an extended period.  He asked if more detailed information 

could be sent on activity numbers.  The Assistant Director of Finance and Section 151 

Officer agreed to provide some further detail. 

Councillor Williams referred to the directorate summary of savings and commented that 

the words “delay on saving due to Covid-19” ran throughout the document.  He voiced his 

surprise that some savings had not been achieved and asked the reason for this.  The City 

Director explained that for the most part savings had been delayed to protect the relevant 

service from disruption due to managing the pandemic.  He agreed that extra information 

could be provided following the meeting. 

Councillor Ashworth referred to the irrecoverable debt and asked if the Council had been 

paid by Solarplicity.  The Assistant Director of Finance and Section 151 Officer advised 

that it would not be appropriate to comment on an individual company in a public forum and 

agreed to provide some further detail outside of the meeting. 

Councillor Ashworth asked where the boundaries lay for this type of information to be 

provided.  The Assistant Director of Governance explained that the overview and scrutiny 

process could not look at issues where the Council was in negotiations with a company as 

this could prejudice the Council’s position.   

Agreed (i) –That it be noted that as at the end of September 2020 the net forecast 

underspend for the services under the remit of the Corporate Services Overview and 

Scrutiny Committee is £1.00 million. 

Agreed (ii) – That it be noted that there is a further pressure of £17.5 million in future 

years in relation to Covid-19 pressures on the collection fund pending any further 

support the government may offer. 

Agreed (iii) - That the progress against 2020/2021 General Fund saving proposals be 

noted. 

Agreed (iv) – That the forecast outturn be noted on the Capital Investment 

Programme. 

Agreed (v) – That the overall financial position of the City Council be noted.  
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19 CITY COUNCIL RESERVES  

The Assistant Director of Finance and Section 151 Officer gave a presentation providing 

information on the City Council reserves; monies that are set aside for a specific purpose, as 

requested by the Committee at its last meeting held on 4 November 2020. The presentation 

outlined the current position in relation to reserves, how movements had taken place over 

the last few years and the Council’s planned use of reserves over the current year.  

Comments and Questions from Committee Members 

Councillor Shotton commented that he had understood that the presentation would also 

review borrowing.  He also noted that the Council had the fourth lowest level of reserves of 

nearest local authority neighbours and asked what the position and view of the district 

auditor was and their role in respect of this.  The Assistant Director of Finance and 

Section 151 Officer advised that he had understood that the Committee had just requested 

further information on reserves but agreed that information with regards to borrowing could 

be provided at a future meeting.  He confirmed that the larger movements of reserves had 

taken place in 2016/2017 and suspected that the depletion rate will have reduced; he 

expected the position to improve and stabilise moving forward.  He acknowledged that the 

general financial resilience position was weak and that is why a commitment had been given 

to increase the general fund reserve over the coming years which would provide assurances 

in terms of the baseline position.  He explained that the district auditors did not explicitly 

comment on the reserves position but gave a judgement on “value for money”.  They had not 

raised any particular concerns with regards to the level of reserves.  

Councillor Williams referred to the minutes of the last meeting (Item 12) where it stated 

“Councillor Ashworth requested that the Committee be provided with a breakdown of where 

the reserves have been spent and borrowing levels at its next meeting scheduled for 3 

December 2020” and commented that the information provided was not detailed enough for 

the Committee to properly scrutinise and ensure the same mistakes are not made again in 

the future. The Assistant Director of Finance and Section 151 Officer advised that he 

had tried to strike a balance but agreed to provide further information at the earliest 

opportunity.   

Agreed – That the presentation be noted. 

20 WORK PROGRAMME  

The Chair introduced the Work Programme along with a further document entitled ‘Process 

for Corporate Services Overview and Scrutiny’.  She stated that she would like the 

Committee to be a force to be reckoned with and to that end, ensure clear processes were in 

place.  She proposed that the Committee adopt a stage process similar to that adopted by 

the Children and Young People’s Overview and Scrutiny Committee so that it would be clear 

how the they moved forward on topic/review work.  She advised that following discussions 
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with the Vice-Chair, Councillor Ashworth, and the Assistant Director of Finance and Section 

151 Officer, it had been suggested that Transformation be the first topic and that she meet 

with relevant officers and the relevant Cabinet Member after the Christmas break to agree 

the scope of the first review.   

Councillor Ashworth referred to the Work Programme and commented that it had not been 

amended in line with what had been agreed at the last meeting, namely, that the Asset 

Maximisation Programme should be included on the agenda for the meeting scheduled for 

13 January 2021.  The Scrutiny Support Officer advised that Asset Maximisation Returns 

had been raised at the last meeting of the Committee but explained that the Assistant 

Director of Finance and Section 151 Officer had not wanted to commit himself at that time to 

when this information would be available, due to pressures on his team, and had agreed to 

meet with the Chair and Vice-Chair separately to schedule this item into the Work 

Programme.  She referred the Committee to page 132 of the agenda which stated that this 

item was to be scheduled.        

Councillor Ashworth stated that it was important that the Committee was provided with a 

list of buildings that could possibly be sold prior to the budget discussions. The Assistant 

Director of Finance and Section 151 Officer advised that he would need to clarify what 

elements of this would be under this Committee’s remit before agreeing to this request.  The 

Assistant Director of Governance advised that Asset Maximisation in relation to buildings 

fell under the remit of the City Renewal Overview and Scrutiny Committee and that only the 

financial element fell under the remit of this Committee.  He agreed to circulate the 

jurisdiction of each overview and scrutiny committee following the meeting.  The Assistant 

Director of Finance and Section 151 Officer agreed to meet with the Chair and Vice-Chair 

to seek further clarity on the information being requested to determine whether this was 

under the remit of this Committee.  

Agreed (i) – That the ‘Process for Corporate Services be agreed and the Chair meet 

with the relevant Officers and Cabinet Member as soon as possible in the New Year to 

scope the agreed topic on Transformation. 

Agreed (ii) – That the Assistant Director Finance and Section 151 Officer meet with the 

Chair and Vice-Chair as soon as possible to seek further clarity on the information 

being requested on Asset Maximisation and determine whether this was under the 

remit of this Committee. 

COUNCILLOR RACHEL KELSALL (CHAIR)


